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Fictionalising Oral History: Narrative Analysis, Voice and Identity 
Project Overview: Aims and Aesthetics  
I write this article from the perspective of a creative writer working with oral histories. I 
stumbled on the field of oral history almost by accident while working on a research project 
and I became fascinated by stories of the domestic (for the purposes of this article I use 
‘domestic’ to mean the routine, the ordinary and the day-to-day) revealed in oral history 
interviews I conducted.  The compulsion to fictionalise oral history led me to undertake a 
practice-lead Honours thesis, consisting of a 10 000 word novella and accompanying 
exegesis.  
Michael Frisch (2008, 223) claims that ‘oral history tapes (are)....precious documentation that 
(are) inaccessible and generally unlistened to.’ My own experience may illuminate this 
statement.  I had approached the Queensland Police Museum, Brisbane, to discuss conducting 
an interview with a retired police officer (a member of the public had approached the Oral 
History Association of Australia, Brisbane branch, of which I am a member, suggesting the 
interview). The curator informed me that while she had a number of oral history interviews 
on file, she had neither the staff nor the resources to make them available to the general 
public. They were stored in a drawer in the curator’s office. In their present form, as unedited 
audio tapes, they would make a poor museum display. In general, oral history transcripts and 
audio recordings can sometimes seem rambling or irrelevant if not contextualised. They can 
contain strings of often only tenuously connected narratives encumbered with extraneous 
details. Oral histories also appear to be limited to a particular audience, generally scholars 
and readers of history.  
Yet, as a writer of fiction, I’m fascinated by the compelling quality of spoken anecdotes. I’m 
drawn to oral histories as rich sources of personal details of lived experience. These details 
are often not present in traditional historical documents. Oral histories have the potential to 
imbue works of fiction with authentic and intimate details of a particular time and place, and 
to reveal vocal strategies that lend oral tales their captivating quality.  I feel that 
fictionalisation of oral history might offer one strategy for making oral histories more 
coherent and engaging to a broader audience, particularly readers of fiction. In this task, I do 
not seek to replace or devalue the oral history transcripts (for this reason, I felt it was 
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important to include the oral history transcript as an appendix to the thesis). Instead, I offer an 
understanding of them in a different kind of symbolic language.  
For this Honours project, I conducted five hours of interviews with my Grandma, Beth 
Bevan. As a child, Beth had contracted poliomyelitis—polio—a contagious disease that 
causes paralysis. Beth woke up one morning to find her left leg was paralysed.  When she 
was six, her family decided to enrol her in Montrose Home, an institution catering for 
children with disabilities in Brisbane.   In the interviews we talked about this aspect of her 
lived experience, focusing on her day-to-day routines.  
Mary Marshall Clark states that ‘oral history is strengthened by an alliance with other forms 
of artistic practice.’1  For example, Paul Thompson explains, one of the central goals of oral 
history scholarship, in its conception, was to restore the human subject to history.2 Here, 
fiction, with its traditional emphasis on an individual protagonist, aligns with this aim, 
serving to stimulate new dialogues about the past on a personal and intimate level.  In order to 
make the story more engaging, I planned to invent scenes that never took place, characters 
that never existed and re-order events, in order to capture an essential rather than literal 
narrative. In addition, I wanted to explore how I could use the language of fiction to access 
the cultural and historical space revealed by Beth in the interview.  
In making the distinction between historical and fictional writing as modes of representing 
the past, Hayden White argues that: 
viewed simply as verbal artefacts histories and (realist) novels are indistinguishable 
from one another...both wish to provide a verbal image of reality...the image of reality 
which the novelist constructs is meant to correspond in its general outline to some 
domain of human experience which is no less ‘real’ than that referred to by the 
historian. 3 
White4 claims that the difference between writers of fiction and writers of history is that the 
novelist presents his or her version of reality indirectly, by figurative techniques. I saw 
myself as occupying a position somewhere in-between and therefore, the voice of the 
fictional work was integral to the success of the creative work; it had to have both the sound 
and orality of the interview, yet successfully manipulate fictional techniques.  
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The force driving both my creative and academic work was this: how can I develop a 
methodology for fictionalising an oral history interview while still retaining the essential 
aspects of the interview?  After some false starts, I achieved this by unpacking the language 
and discourses operating in a story-telling. In this article I will discuss how I used narrative 
analysis to develop a convincing voice for the fictional work, and consider how I applied 
relevant narrative analysis concepts to my particular project—Beth’s interview—in order to 
develop a fictional voice. Late in the project, I discovered disability studies and the theories 
offered in this field provided a lens through which I could understand the interview.  
An Artful Voice: Narrative Analysis, Voice and Identity  
Portelli claims that oral historical sources are narrative sources.5 The emphasis on narrative 
emerges from the ‘narrative turn’ in social sciences, first noted by Lawrence Stone in his 
1979 essay ‘The Review of Narrative: Reflections on an Old New History.’6 Portelli also 
believes that ‘the analysis of oral history materials must avail itself of some of the general 
categories developed by narrative theory in literature and folklore.’ 7  I felt the notion of 
narrative was a way I could engage with the oral history interview.  
How was I to define narrative? Oral historians generally agree on the definition advanced by 
Russian Formalists which states narratives have three components: theme, discourse and 
genre.8 Lyotard argues that narrative is ‘the means by which knowledge is contained and 
conveyed.’9  And it is the ‘language of the narrative, its content, its location, its narrator and 
its listener that provide a cumulative understanding of knowledge in which who is talking and 
who is listening (are) all implicated in the presentation of the narrative, and its re-presentation 
in terms of meaning.’10 Analysis of these elements of narrative provides oral historians and 
ethnographers with a framework for interpreting oral histories, and situating and 
understanding them within a cultural context.  
Catherine Riessman, for example, in her study of divorced couples, Divorce Talk, 11 employs 
narrative analysis as a means of interpreting oral histories. Like Lyotard, Riessman believes 
that narrative can be understood through language. In her readings of texts, Riessman 
observes the structural properties of the narrative; key metaphors; key words; verb tense and 
how substantive themes develop through linguistic choices.12 Other researchers unpack core 
narratives and the ‘thematic and linguistic connections between them’13  or consider the 
notion of ‘unsaid’ as a way of seeing through the gaps in an oral testimony.14 Such examples 
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demonstrate that narrative emerges as a valuable tool for exploring how ‘human experience is 
storied’ as well as the ‘texture and everydayness of human life.’15 Therefore, the 
methodologies of narrative analysis allow an examination, in the oral history interview, of 
how the language constitutes a narrative.  
Narrative Analysis  
I spent March 2008 interviewing Beth at her home.  The interviews sprawled out over a 
number of days, the stories meandering through meal times, hovering over endless cups of 
tea. It was difficult to explain that I only have 10 000 words in which to cram a life.  And that 
was the obstacle facing me: how exactly was I to apply narrative analysis to the interview?  
In transcribing the interview I felt that including my words as well as Beth’s was important.  I 
had to acknowledge my role as questioner and audience in shaping the narrative.*  I preferred 
a method of transcribing that included pauses and noises made by the participants. 16 To me, 
such moments were essential to the rhythm of the interview.  I noted ums, ahs and laugher, 
feeling it was all part of the storytelling performance. I applied Todorova’s practice of 
multiple readings of the interview text.17 Drawing on the idea of a ‘core narrative’ described 
in Bell,18 I conducted my first reading.  While I did not go so far as to exclude stories that 
seemed irrelevant from the transcript, as Bell does, I did identify key stories/descriptions of 
events in the transcript using coloured post-it notes.  Later these would function as plot points 
in the fictional work.  This was essentially a content reading.  In the second reading, drawing 
on some of the examples of narrative analysis provided above,19 I examined sentence and 
clause structure in the key stories, considering how Beth arranged and delivered information.  
In the third reading, I read for Todorova’s language of the un-sayable, including instances of 
negative statements, incomplete sentences, spaces and sudden changes in story.  In the fourth 
reading, I identified and marked particular word choice; metaphors; key words; active and 
passive voice and instances of irony.  I paid particular attention to how Beth described things, 
and her vocabulary, noting just as much words she never used as words she often did.  These 
readings allowed me to unpack the language and content of the interview.  
                                                            
* It must also be acknowledged that the close relationship between the interviewee and I 
influenced the way Beth told her stories. I explored this notion in the novella by having the 
first person narrator directly address a ‘you,’ an implied grand-daughter. 
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I found the language in the interview was relatively free of metaphor.  It was simple, almost 
child-like.  There were brief moments of ironic reflection, such as when I asked Beth if she 
was allowed to decorate her bedroom table and she said, ‘oh no…no personality in 1938, 
1945.’20 I saw that when describing objects Beth used simple descriptors.  She often used 
‘big’ or a similar simple adjective followed by another adjective, then the noun she was 
describing. For example, she would say: 
 big wide gate;  
 long roadway;  
 big circular gate;  
 old farmhouse;  
Beth also used ‘this’ or ‘that’ to proceed (modified) nouns.  
For example: 
 this wide window;  
 that window;  
 that trip;  
 this set of rules;  
 these little stumps. 
 
Intriguingly, Beth used second person in her initial description of Montrose, and guided us, 
the ‘you,’ through the layout of Montrose as though we were out-of-body spirits. Beth said, 
for example, ‘and then you’d go, come up to, a big circular garden that was raised above the 
ground… you came to the nurses’ bedrooms that were down to your right. And straight ahead 
you’d go to the kitchen, a big large kitchen... And you had your little, own bedside table 
beside your bed there.’21 At different points in the interview, particularly when describing 
events at Montrose, Beth returned to second person, such as when she described how ‘you 
were taken out (of class) to see the doctor or physio or what have you.’22  At other times, 
when revealing life outside of the home, Beth reverted to the more natural first person.  
In this reading, I also noticed that Beth described how the disabled children move, ‘wheeled’ 
or in trolleys, or moving by using her wrists, or sliding on (their) bum. She twice told the 
story about the doctor who diagnosed her saying ‘take that girl off her feet’ when she entered 
his surgery walking.  
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There were silences too. She described her calliper to me in great detail, but when she 
showed me a picture of herself at Montrose, she wasn’t wearing it. When I asked her why, 
she seemed confused for a moment then answered, ‘I don’t know.’ Why had she taken the 
calliper off for the photo? I discovered that, although this level of analysis, which examined 
key scenes and language was useful because I could describe things in the fictional work 
Beth may never have seen, and sound like her when I’m wrote it, it wasn’t addressing these 
questions. I was missing the core of what was happening in the story-telling process. I needed 
to consider the why.  
Narrative Identity 
Then, I stumbled on a concept that altered the way I understood and engaged with the 
interpretative practice. Oral histories are a context in which identity is practiced.23  Chase 
states that narrative researchers ‘listen to the narrator’s voice—to the subject positions, 
interpretative practices and complexities—within each story.  Rather than unified, fixed 
identities…narrators construct non-unity subjectivities; revised identities; troubled 
identities.’24 I saw that through voice, narrators construct identity.  Was it possible then, to 
read for narrative identity?  The fictional counterpart to identity is naturally character. Was an 
understanding of voice the key to the development of a complex fictional character?  This 
notion would take me beyond the more superficial readings, allowing me to delve into the 
discourses and themes emerging from the interview.  
I had to consider how narrative related to identity. Bruner,25 Fisher-Rosenthal26 and 
Polkinghorn,27 among others, agree that narratives provide us with access to people’s 
identity.   This approach advocates an understanding of stories as both the presentation of an 
inner reality to the outside world and as shaping forces, which construct the narrator’s 
personality and reality.  People create stories using the story-telling strategies offered by 
culture and histories.28  Sapir develops this notion further, stating that how we understand a 
lived event is based largely on our cultural context:  
We see and hear and otherwise experience very largely as we do because the language 
habits of our community predisposed certain choices of interpretation.29 
At the same time, these stories make meanings that tie narrators to the culture.30  Kiesinger 
states: 
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It is through communicative practices that one’s sense of self and reality are 
constructed, maintained and transformed. Discursive practices, or ‘ways of speaking’ 
are intimately tied to the making and shaping of human identities. As a mode of 
enquiry that centralizes ways of speaking and telling, narrative studies often become 
studies of identity, or the way self emerges through talk.31 
 Listening to how a narrator constructs reality (through voice, or in Kiesinger’s term, 
discursive practices32) would allow me to understand how a specific culture shapes narrative; 
what types/genres of stories are available; and how the narrator understands their identity 
within that culture.  
Components and Layers: Narrative Identity and Beth’s Story 
‘A story may have melody, pitchness and loudness, which compromises many interwoven, 
sometimes conflicting themes, and forms … Identity may have components and layers.’33  I 
must acknowledge my reading for narrative identity was based on my project and purpose.  It 
was an idiosyncratic process; the readings I conducted examine the discourses and themes—
such as war and disability—that I found intriguing in Beth’s life story.  To some extent also, 
it was the interview text itself that determined the nature of the reading.  However, another 
artist working with this material may have emphasised a different set of discourses. My non-
traditional approach is evident.  For me, reading for narrative identity involved a process of 
returning to the key moments I had identified in earlier readings and re-examining them in 
terms of the themes or discourses they engaged with, or subvert.  I was interested in how 
Beth situated herself within a specific setting. I then developed a character description based 
on my understanding and in-depth analysis.  
Reading Beth’s story in this way, I was able to reflect on how she positioned herself within a 
specific context: Brisbane during the Second World War. I heard, for example, how she 
slipped easily into the language of propaganda of the day. At one point she said: 
So it was the Yanks coming into the war, and the Yanks came into it because their 
islands were being bombed by the Japanese. The silly Japs made a big mistake when 
they knocked out the Americans.34 
I had never heard my Grandma call Americans ‘Yanks’ before. I wondered if this was 
because, as Polkinghorn suggests: 
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People are historical beings retaining as part of themselves their previous experiences. 
Embedded habits present themselves not only as motor skills and bodily movements 
but also as patterns of thought (and, I suggest, speech).35  
In speaking about that particular period, Beth ‘reverts’ to an earlier habit, an earlier way of 
thinking. Language can be seen as a link to that time—voice (a distinct set of language 
choices) can represent the past; expose an ideology; reveal cultural discourses; demonstrate 
the story-telling strategies accessed and render an identity informed by all these things. 
War emerged as almost a secondary theme in this story, something distant. Beth’s account of 
going to the air-raid shelter, where I might have expected some explanation of the wider 
context, was not really about the war at all, but about how those with a disability had to be 
catered for: 
And to get them (children with dislocated hips) in (to the air raid shelter), because they 
wouldn’t fit through the doorway, they had to put them in through this wide window.36           
I realised that to understand this story, and to understand the emerging narrative identity, I 
needed to consider how Beth understood herself in terms of her disability. Hirsch notes that 
‘the central aspect of disability history is the experience of living with a disability…(which 
is) as varied, complex and shifting as life itself.’37  It was disappointing then that I came too 
late to the topic of disability studies in the thesis. While I was aware of the huge body of 
literature that exists on the topic, it was beyond the scope of my exegesis—and indeed, this 
article—to provide a detailed analysis of disability studies.  Rather, I considered a few core 
concepts that shaped the development of my creative work. ‘Narratives of Identity: Post 
Structural Narrative Analysis of Three Deaf Women’s Life Stories’ investigates stories of 
otherness and disability.38 Rebecca Hole considers the following when grappling with stories 
of deafness: 
How do deaf people perceive the influence of hearing loss as they construct their 
identities in the narratives they tell? 
How do they (deaf people) incorporate, resist and/or reject various discourses as they 
go about the creative act of constructing their identities in narrative?39  
I felt these questions could be asked of Beth’s narrative in terms of polio. I saw that Beth 
defined herself according to what she couldn’t do physically; for example, Beth states she 
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‘didn’t ever do races.’40  As Polkinghorn suggests ‘illness and bodily incapacity affect a 
person’s self-identity.’41  Further, Couser states, ‘whereas the un-marked case—the normal 
body—can pass without narration, the marked body—the scar, the lump, the missing limb—
calls for a story…culture inscribes narratives of their (disable people’s) bodies.’42 This was 
perhaps why she described people physically, in terms of how they moved, especially if they 
didn’t move around ‘normally,’ i.e. by walking. If her understanding of herself were based on 
her body, wouldn’t her understanding of others be grounded in this too?  Hole considers that 
‘the juxtaposition of discourses of normalcy and discourses of difference led to the 
construction of identities based on perceptions of difference, based on opposites.’43  One side 
of these pairs is privileged while the opposite is ‘Othered.’ The operation of these discourses 
is revealed in a 1933 Courier Mail article about the opening of Montrose. A spokesman for 
Montrose Home states: 
We are going to make many cures and rehabilitate children for life.44 
This statement reveals the belief that there was something wrong with the children that 
needed to, and eventually would be, cured. It also engages with the idea that people with 
disability should be able to operate like healthy members of the community, i.e. be 
‘rehabilitated.’     
Beth’s story is riddled with similar discourses. Her story of the child who described himself 
as spastic is a startling example of the strength of these labels, and how disability was the 
centre of identity. I re-create this story in the novella: 
Of a Sunday morning, of course, we went to Church. 
We had cars coming to take us to our various churches. We’d all line up. Mr Morgan 
came for me and the other Anglicans, in his beautiful Morris. It had a canvas top and 
open sides. You know, the cars of the ’40s. But there was a new fellow on this week. 
He walked along the line asking each of us: 
Are you Church of England? Are you Church of England?  
And he gets to this one boy, saying, are you Church of England? 
And the boy said, No, I’m spastic.45 
 I realised that she incorporated the discourse of ‘cripple’ as Other in the construction of 
identity. She engaged with the cultural attitudes and fell  into patterns of describing people 
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with disabilities with language she would not have used ordinarily (as with the descriptions of 
war). For example, Beth talked about children with ‘water on the brain,’ or the ‘ones with 
chinky eyes.’46  She couldn’t remember that the condition was Down Syndrome. I had to 
remind her. Beth knew she was not like ‘well’ or ‘normal’ children, but longed to be 
separated from the other ‘crippled children’: 
All I wanted to do was get away from Montrose. I didn’t want crippled children.47 
Here too, might be an explanation for why she often used second person in describing her 
experiences at Montrose. The use of second person seemed to be a distancing technique, a 
way of removing herself, the Beth of the present, from the ‘crippled’ child of the past, the 
‘you’ a remote, disembodied being.   
Goffman describes the discourse of ‘passing’, which is ‘the work taken to minimize, disguise, 
and/or hide difference, and therefore, to ‘pass’ as normal.’48  Beth seemed to be engaging in 
acts of passing. Her desire to leave Montrose; the lack of pictures with her wearing a calliper; 
even her comment at the end of the interview: ‘Oh, you must have enough now, Ari,’ all 
reveal the tension between her identity and the discourses surrounding disability. I found also 
that Beth immersed herself in the discourse of rehabilitation present in the newspaper extract 
mentioned on page 9.  
During one of the readings I scrawled this on the bottom of a page of the interview transcript: 
Who is the main character? She is passive, restrained, and well behaved. She is 
embarrassed by her illness. She is engaged in an act of reflecting and remembering. 
What does she want? To be normal. To get out of Montrose. To not be seen as a cripple.  
This moment of understanding, reached through reading and analysis, simple though it is, 
became the backbone of the protagonist in my fictional work, This Wide Window. Narrative 
analysis was one means through which I achieved my aims, creating a readable and engaging 
novella. I’m continuing developing this methodology in my current PhD project, The Artful 
Life Story: Oral History and Fiction.   
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